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THE “SARRAZOTA, OR RUNAWAY NEGRO
PLANTATIONS”: TAMPA BAY'S FIRST
BLACK COMMUNITY, 1812-1821
by Canter Brown, Jr. *
In April 1822 a resident of St. Augustine penned a lengthly account of recent events in the new
Territory of Florida for the readers of a Boston newspaper. In so doing he hinted at an intriguing
tale of enterprise, courage, and tragedy which occurred in the Tampa Bay area early in the
nineteenth century. That tale, still largely unreported and almost forgotten, involved hundreds of
black men, women, and children who yearned for the freedom afforded them by the relatively
uninhabited lower Gulf coast. It also included southern slaveholders anxious for the enslavement
of those blacks, and it featured bands of Coweta Creek Indians, desirous of the rewards that the
favor of those slaveholders could provide. The St. Augustine resident, Charles Vignoles, wrote in
1822:
The indians and negroes have been lately so connected with events in Florida, that
a few observations, so far as they have been concerned, may perhaps be not
unnecessary. The latter wars made by the Indians upon the United States having
compelled the government to coercive measures, ending in the total defeat of
Creeks, Choctaws, Alabamas and other hostile nations, many of the chiefs, most
prominent in their depredations, fled away, and traversing the Seminole nation,
settled themselves about Tampa Bay, Charlotte Harbor and their waters.
The remnant of the black and colored people, who had served with Col. Nichols
during the war, fugitive slaves from all the southern states, as well as from the
Spanish plantations in Florida, followed up the steps of the Indians and formed
considerable settlements on the waters of Tampa Bay. When the Indians went in
pursuit of these negroes, such as escaped made their way down to Cape Florida
and the Reef, where they were collected, within a year past, to the number of three
hundred. Numbers of them have, at different times since, been carried off by the
Bahama wreckers to Nassau; but the British authorities having invariably refused
to allow them to be landed, they have been smuggled into remoter islands, and at
this period large numbers of them are to be found on St. Andrew’s Island and the
Biminis.1
The beginning of the tale touched upon by Charles Vignoles in the 1820s can be traced to the
final months of 1812. Spanish Florida, at least its northeast corner, was embroiled in what has
come to be known as the Patriot War. That struggle involved an attempt by Georgians and
American-born residents of Florida to liberate East Florida from Spanish rule.2 A major incident
of the war occurred on September 27, 1812, when a volunteer force of Georgians under Colonel
Daniel Newnan engaged a party of Seminoles and their black allies under King Payne near
present-day Gainesville. After an indecisive day-long battle and several anxious days of waiting,
*The author wishes to express his appreciation to James W. Covington and to Leland Hawes for their kind assistance in the
preparation of this article.
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Newnan’s volunteers were compelled slowly and painfully to withdraw to the St. Johns River.3
In the aftermath of Newnan’s encounter, Creek Indian Agent Benjamin Hawkins passed on to
his superiors an interesting report. King Payne had died of wounds, Hawkins noted, and the
hostiles had removed deep into the Florida peninsula. “Such of their stock as they could
command,” the report continued, “had been driven in that direction, and he [Hawkins’ informant]
believed the negroes were going the same way.”4 Within a few months Hawkins’ information
had become more specific. After meeting with a deputation of twenty chiefs, he informed
Georgia’s governor, “They told me the negroes were now separated and at a distance from the
Indians on the Hammocks or the Hammoc not far from Tampa bay.”5
As survivors of the Patriot War fled to the Tampa Bay area, other events had been set in
motion which soon added to the area’s refugee population. Most immediately, in the summer of
1813 civil war erupted in the Creek Nation in Alabama and western Georgia. In that conflict Red
Stick Upper Creeks, inspired by Tecumseh and led by the Tallahassee (or Tallassee) chief Peter
McQueen, battled Lower Creeks under the leadership of the Coweta chief, William McIntosh.
Late in the year Andrew Jackson, in command of several thousand Tennessee volunteers, entered
the fray against the Red Sticks, and on March 27, 1814, his and McIntosh’s combined forces
decisively defeated their foes at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend, Alabama.6 The only Red Stick
chief to surrender in the battle’s aftermath, however, was McQueen’s ally, William Weatherford,
who was taken under Jackson’s protection.7 McQueen and approximately 1,000 of his followers
escaped into Spanish West Florida.8
Awaiting McQueen and his followers in West Florida were two men who represented an
additional conflict then underway. English Colonel Edward Nicolls and his subordinate, Captain
George Woodbine, were desirous of enlisting Red Sticks into the British forces contesting the
War of 1812. Nicolls’ and Woodbine’s efforts proved successful among the refugees of the
Battle of Horseshoe Bend, as they also had among some East Florida Seminoles. Additionally,
the English welcomed four hundred black men into their ranks, most of whom were “slaves” of
the Indians, slaves liberated by the British at Spanish Pensacola, or else runaways from the
southern slave states.9
Nicolls’ forces had no greater success than the Red Sticks at Horseshoe Bend. On January 8,
1815, American forces, again commanded by Andrew Jackson, turned back the British from the
key port city of New Orleans. Nicolls and his men thereafter found protection in a fortress the
Englishman had erected at Prospect Bluff on the Apalachicola River. Shortly after his arrival on
that river Nicolls received orders to withdraw from Spanish Florida. Before doing so, however,
he turned over the fort, together with its supplies and armaments, to his black troops. Thereafter,
it was known as the “Negro Fort.”10
Not all of Nicolls’ black troops remained at the Negro Fort. Captain Woodbine appears either
to have felt a special responsibility for his black recruits or to have seen in them a potential asset
to be protected until they could be utilized in his own or Britain’s interest. At some point in 1815
– likely with Nicolls’ encouragement and, perhaps, with his sponsorship – Woodbine departed
with a number of them for Tampa Bay.11 One source vaguely suggests that the party of blacks
numbered approximately eighty.12
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William Weatherford surrendering to General Andrew Jackson after the Battle of Horseshoe
Bend in 1814.
Photograph from McIntosh and Weatherford by Benjamin W. Griffith.

The area of Tampa Bay in the 1810s certainly held attractions for Woodbine and his party. It
was remote from centers of American authority as well as from eager southern slavecatchers. As
has been seen, black survivors of the Patriot War already were located there. The locale was
easily accessible from the sea, thus making practicable the resupply of the settlement from the
British Bahamas. Tampa Bay also provided a magnificent harbor which afforded desperately
needed protection from the hazards of nature for ocean-going vessels. Underscoring these points,
at least as early as 1812 Spanish fisherman had erected a “rancho” on the Oyster River, a
tributary of nearby Sarasota Bay.13
Just where was the black refuge at “Tampa Bay”? The answer to that question was provided by
one of Florida’s early historians. John Lee Williams visited the lower Gulf coast in 1828. Nine
years later in The Territory of Florida Williams reported: “A stream that enters the bay joining
the entrance of Oyster River, on the S. W. was ascended about six miles. It was forty yards wide,
and six feet deep, but full of islands. At four miles from the mouth, a grass plain rises gradually
from the west side to the height of fifteen feet, and skirted on the west with hammock land, that
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extended north and south as far as the eye could reach.” Continuing, he added: “The point
between these two rivers is called Negro Point. The famous Arbuthnot and Ambrister had at one
time a plantation here cultivated by two hundred negroes. The ruins of their cabins, and domestic
utensils are still seen on the old fields.”14
Williams confused George Woodbine with two other Englishmen, Alexander Arbuthnot and
Robert C. Ambrister, who later became involved with affairs at Tampa Bay, but his description
of the site of the black refuge remains helpful. Williams also provided additional clues by
including in his book a detailed map of Florida. Illustrated quite clearly on Sarasota Bay is the
“Oyster R.” The adjacent lands to the south and east are marked “Old Spanish Fields,” suggesting the area’s agricultural heritage.15 The description of an earlier map which has not survived,
but which was drawn in 1821 by a member of a south Florida exploratory expedition,
substantiates Williams’ assertion. The chart was entitled, “A draft of Sarrazota, or Runaway
Negro Plantations, with its Bays, Clams, and Palm’s Islands.”16
Once established, the “negro plantation” at or near Sarasota Bay proved a magnet over the next
several years for other black refugees. When the Negro Fort on the Apalachicola River was
destroyed by American forces in 1816, for example, the displaced blacks “built villages all the
way to Tampa Bay.”17 The following year Woodbine convinced a would-be liberator of Florida,
Gregor MacGregor, to base his invasion of the province at Tampa Bay, where blacks and Indians
easily could be assembled for an attack across the peninsula upon St. Augustine. As an
outgrowth of the ill-fated plan, MacGregor dispatched Robert Christie Ambrister to the area with
orders to found a settlement. Ambrister, who arrived in March 1818, seems to have confined his
activities principally to seizing a schooner owned by Nassau merchant Alexander Arbuthnot and,
perhaps, to destroying a store previously erected there by Arbuthnot. No doubt the Nassau
merchant had been catering to the trade of the black plantation at Sarasota Bay, as well as that of
nearby Indian villages.18
The month after Ambrister’s arrival in Tampa, the First Seminole War – which had flared in
November 1817 – culminated in Andrew Jackson’s defeat of a combined force of Seminoles,
Red Stick Creeks, and their black allies at Bowlegs Town on the Suwannee River. As the Red
Sticks and Seminoles fled from Jackson and his Indian allies again commanded by William
McIntosh, three hundred black warriors fought a delaying action on the river’s west bank to
permit their families to retreat.19 Though outnumbered three or four to one, they proved
sufficient to the task, and they and their loved ones melted away to the south and east of the
Suwannee. By August 1818 Jackson’s aide, Captain James Gadsden, reported to his superior:
“The bay of Tampa is the last rallying spot of the disaffected negroes and Indians and the only
favorable point from whence a communication can be had with Spanish and European
emissaries. Nicholas [sic] it is reported has an establishment in that neighborhood and the
negroes and Indians driven from Micosukey and Suwaney towns have directed their march to
that quarter.”20
Gadsden’s reference to Colonel Nicolls reflects a continuing involvement by the British officer
in the affairs of the black plantation at Sarasota Bay, an involvement which appears to have
continued until at least June 1821.21 A fear of such British presence, combined with the threat
posed by a large colony of armed blacks on the lower Gulf coast, and other factors, prompted
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Gadsden to recommend the construction of a military post on Tampa Bay.22 Jackson concurred
with the recommendation, and in November 1818 he requested approval of the scheme from the
Secretary of War. “The troops detached to the bay of Tampa,” Jackson advised the secretary,
“having constructed and garrisoned a suitable work [and] having reconnoitered the neighboring
country” then would be in a position to destroy “Woodbine’s negro establishment.”23 For the
time being, however, Jackson’s proposal was ignored.
As Jackson planned his military post and campaign at Tampa Bay, the area’s residents – old
and new – undertook a feverish diplomatic campaign. In 1819 five parties of Indians from the
Tampa area, presumably including Sarasota Bay blacks, visited Havana. The following year four
additional parties made the trip from the bay area, one of the groups numbering 112
individuals.24 Access to Spanish officialdom was not the only goal of the travelers. The British,
too, were called upon to honor their commitments. One party of twenty-eight “Indians” arrived at
Nassau in late September 1819 with documentary proof of British commitments and demanded
that those commitments be met.25
The diplomatic campaign apparently met with some early successes. By October 1818 an
“English trading vessel” had slipped into Tampa Bay to relieve the privations of the refugees,
and in the following month “ten pack-horse loads of ammunition” had arrived from St.
Augustine.26 The later missions proved not so encouraging, however. One Floridian noted in
1822: “The chiefs of the outcast Indians, who had found a mode of communication with the
Governor of Nassau, once or twice went over, but were very cooly treated. On their last visit,
they were imprisoned for a time and then sent back without presents, and the ship masters were
forbidden, under heavy penalties, to bring them over again.”27
One reason that the later visits proved so unavailing was that the demands had changed in
1819. Visits and contacts the previous year surely had centered around the urgent need for food
and ammunition. Those needs were satisfied by late 1818. However, circumstances radically
altered the next February when representatives of the Kingdom of Spain agreed at Washington,
D.C., to the cession of Florida to the United States.28 Actual transfer of the territory to American
suzerainty was delayed for over two years, and in the meantime Indians and blacks would have
taken every possible step to demand that their British and Spanish allies protect them.
Such certainly was the case at Nassau in late 1819. The Florida Indians eloquently pleaded
there for protection and assistance. “They represent themselves,” one report noted, “as driven
from their homes, and hunted as wild Deer: that there are about two thousand of them, and that
their greatest enemies are the Cowetas, a nation like themselves, who having made terms with
the Americans are set on by them to harass and annihilate their tribe.” Unwilling to risk the
enmity of a United States soon to be in full possession of nearby Florida, British officials
declined to intervene on behalf of either Indians or their black allies. Rejected, the natives
determined to appeal to higher authority. “They are desirous of getting to Jamaica,” it was
reported, “but their visit there can be to as little effect as it is here.”29 The Florida refugees thus
were left essentially – or, as will be seen, at least officially – to their own devices.
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“Map of Florida,” with an arrow added to indicate the location of the “Old spanish
Fields” near “Sarazota Bay.”
Photograph from The Territory of Florida (1837) by John Lee Williams.
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Two Seminole chiefs captured by General Andrew Jackson’s forces at St. Marks in 1818.
Photograph courtesy of the Florida State Archives.

Though the blacks and Indians clustered at or near Tampa Bay in the aftermath of the First
Seminole War and the purchase of Florida by the United States may have lacked the official
support of their friends and allies, they did not escape the attention of their enemies. Even before
the announcement of the purchase, talk was rife of a complete forced removal of the Seminoles,
Red Stick Creeks, and other Florida Indians into the Creek Nation.30 On October 2, 1818, Creek
leaders, including the Coweta chief William McIntosh, gathered near Milledgeville, Georgia, at
the home of Indian Agent and former Georgia Governor David B. Mitchell to discuss the
implications of such an action. A part of the discourse later was summarized by Mitchell. “In the
event of their removal [from Florida]” he wrote, “I have it in contemplation to Send McIntosh
with a Party of warriors to capture and bring away all the Negroes.”31
The delay in the formal transfer of possession of Florida to the United States forestalled for a
time any forced removal of the Indians, but thoughts of armed free blacks clustered near Tampa
Bay remained alive, particularly among white Georgians. In December 1820, commissioners of
that state treated with representatives of the Creek Nation at Indian Springs. The commissioners’
official “talk” had this to say about the blacks: “As to the Negroes now remaining among the
Seminoles, belonging to the white people, we consider these people [the Seminoles] a part of the
Creek Nation; and we look to the chiefs of the Creek Nation to cause the people there to do
justice.”32 On behalf of the Nation William McIntosh replied, “If the President admits that
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General Andrew Jackson in a portrait (c.
1815) by Ralph E. W. Earl.

James Gadsden, aide de camp to General
Jackson in 1818.

Photograph courtesy of the Florida State Archives.

Photograph courtesy of the Florida State Archives.

country [Florida] to belong to the Creek nation, I will go down with my warriors and bring back
all the Negroes I can get, and deliver them Up.”33 The treaty negotiated in January 1821, in the
words of one historian, “legitimized slave hunting by both Creeks and whites.”34
President James Monroe presented the Treaty of Indian Springs to the United States Senate on
January 26, 1821.35 Two days previously his Secretary of State, John Quincy Adams, had offered
the governorship of East and West Florida to Andrew Jackson.36 At Nashville, Tennessee, on
April 2 Jackson acknowledged to Adams the receipt of his commission of office and then
inquired of “one subject, which at this early period, I wish thro you, to call the attention of the
President to, & receive your instructions thereon.” Jackson’s “one subject” was his authority
with regard to the Red Stick Creeks and their black allies. “Are these Indians to be ordered up to
the Creek Country, there to settle themselves, or are they to be protected in their new
settlement?,” he asked. “Whatever may be the Presidents Instructions upon this subject shall be
strictly obeyed,” he assured Adams, “and likewise in relation to the negroes who have run away
from the States & inhabit this country and are protected by the Indians.”37
At the time Jackson’s letter was received at Washington the President and the Secretary of
State were reluctant to respond. Instead, the request for instructions was referred to Secretary of
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War John C. Calhoun.38 That officer on May 1 directed Jackson to take no immediate measures
with respect to the subject of his inquiry.39 As of the date of receipt of that letter at Nashville or
shortly thereafter, the fate of the Sarasota Bay black plantation – despite the official wishes of
the United States government – was sealed. A personal account, either first-hand or derived from
a participant, of the events which ensued during the late spring and early summer of 1821
appeared late that year in the Charleston, South Carolina, City Gazette and Commercial
Advertiser. It graphically detailed the terror which resulted in the destruction of the black refuge
at Sarasota Bay. That account read, in part:
Towards the end of the month of April last, some men of influence and fortune,
residing somewhere in the western country, thought of making a speculation in
order to obtain Slaves for a trifle. For this purpose, they hired Charles Miller,
William Weatherford, Adam, alias Allamonchee, all half breed Indians, and
Daniel Perimaus a mulatto, and under these chief [sic], were engaged about two
hundred Cowetas Indians. They were ordered to proceed along the western coast
of East Florida, southerly, and there take, in the name of the United States, and
make prisoners of all the men of colour, including women and children, they
would be able to find, and bring them all, well secured, to a certain place, which
had been kept a secret.
The expedition took place, under the chief command of Charles Miller. They
arrived at Sazazota, surprised and captured about 300 of them, plundered their
plantations, set on fire all their houses, and then proceeding southerly captured
several others; and on the 17th day of June, arrived at the Spanish Ranches, in
Pointerrass Key, in Carlos Bay, where not finding as many Negroes as they
expected, they plundered the Spanish fishermen of more than 2000 dollars worth
of property, besides committing the greatest excess; with their plunder and
prisoners, they returned to the place appointed for the deposit of both.
But the terror thus spread along the Western Coast of East Florida, broke all the
establishments of both blacks and Indians, who fled in great consternation. The
blacks principally, thought they could not save their lives but by abandoning the
country; therefore, they, by small parties and in their Indian canoes, doubled Cape
Sable and arrived at Key Taviniere, which is the general place of rendezvous for
all the English wreckers, from Nassau Providence; an agreement was soon entered
into between them, and about 250 of these negroes were by the wreckers carried
to Nassau and clandestinely landed. On the 7th of Oct. last, about 40 more were at
Key Taviniere, ready to take their departure for Nassau; these were the stragglers
who had found it difficult to make their escape, and had remained concealed in the
forests.40
While the City Gazette’s correspondent provided a great deal of information about the Coweta
raid, he omitted certain facts necessary for an understanding of the event. For one thing,
“Colonel” Charles Miller was so closely identified with Creek chief William McIntosh, who
since 1818 had held a commission as brigadier general in the United States Army, that many
early reports of the raid asserted that the party was commanded by McIntosh.41 The intimate
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Coweta Chief William McIntosh in a portrait by Charles Bird King.
Photograph from McIntosh and Weatherford by Benjamin W. Griffith Jr.
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association between McIntosh and Andrew Jackson had been well-known in the South since the
Creek Civil War of 1813-14.
Perhaps almost as well known as the connection between Jackson and McIntosh was that
between Jackson and the former Red Stick chief, William Weatherford or “Red Eagle.”
Weatherford was the hostile chief who had surrendered to Jackson following the Battle of
Horseshoe Bend in 1814. After the conclusion of the war Weatherford, according to one early
account, returned with Jackson to the latter’s plantation, the Hermitage, near Nashville. He
remained there for “nearly a year.” Upon his departure Jackson reportedly presented
Weatherford with “two fine horses, – one of them a splendid blooded animal,” as a token of their
friendship.42 Thomas Woodward, who knew both men, wrote of their relationship, “General
Jackson, as if by intuition, seemed to know that Weatherford was no savage and much more than
an ordinary man by nature, and treated him very kindly indeed.”43
In addition to the detailed account in the City Gazette which linked the 1821 raid to associates
of Andrew Jackson, another source pointed to the presence of his old British enemy, Colonel
Edward Nicolls. Early in 1822, David Mitchell’s successor as Creek Indian Agent, John Crowell,
informed Secretary of War Calhoun: “Special orders were given to Col. Miller not to interrupt
the person or property of any Indian or white man & he declares that he did not take from the
possession of either red or white person a single negro except one from a vessel belonging to the
celebrated Nichols, lying at anchor in Tampy Bay.”44 Thus, it would appear not only that the
raiders presumed to attack an English vessel lying in Tampa Bay, but also that Colonel Nicolls,
despite his government’s official refusal to aid the blacks at Sarasota Bay and their nearby Indian
allies, had not abandoned the personal commitments he had made as early as 1814.
Whatever the omissions from the City Gazette’s account, its author was quite correct in stating
that “terror thus spread along the Western Coast of East Florida.” As the St. Augustine resident
quoted at the beginning of this article suggested, the Sarasota Bay blacks, “such as escaped made
their way down to Cape Florida and the Reef, where they were collected, within a year past, to
the number of three hundred.” A visitor at Cape Florida saw them and some of their Indian allies
there in August. “We have found a great many Indians from the Bay of Tampa,” he wrote. “I
have [had] a talk with them,” he continued, “they were driven away be McKintosh – together
with the black men, to the number of 110 – whom the English wreckers have transported to
Nassau Providence and Several Indian Chiefs are now there to see what the British Government
is willing to do for them.”45
As already indicated, the British Government did essentially nothing for the refugee blacks and
Indians. The British attitude was clearly expressed by the Nassau Royal Gazette and Bahama
Advertiser in March 1822: “It is reported that some of the wreckers had carried off from the
Florida Keys several Negroes, said to be deserters from the Southern States. From what has been
stated here, there is little doubt but a number of black persons have been landed on some of the
islands to leeward of this; very improperly however, although the pretext for it is, that they were
found in nearly a famishing state, on some of the Florida Keys. Such persons are not wanted
here, and the country would be better rid of them.”46
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The natives who had lived near Tampa and
Sarasota bays prior to the raid were not the only
ones to suffer from it. A small party of Seminoles,
described as “a wretched, miserable Set,” arrived
at St. Augustine on July 16, 1821. They reported
to officials there that “a party of Indians (Cawetus)
Said to be headed by McIntosh came into their
neighbourhood and had taken off a Considerable
number of negros and some Indians.” They added
fearfully, “that the commander of the party had
sent them information that in a short time he
should return and drive all the Indians off.”47 A
visitor to the site of Chocachatti, an Indian town in
the Big Hammock near modern Brooksville,
recorded in 1823, “This neighborhood was the seat
of the Seminole Nation not more than two years
ago, but has since been broken up by the
incursions of the Cowetas, who carried off or
dispersed about 60 Negro Slaves and a large stock
of cattle & horses.”48 Despite their assurances to
the contrary, the raiders apparently had seized or
attempted to destroy just about everything that
crossed their path.

“Abraham,” a black Seminole interpreter in
the 1830's, showed how some blacks
continued to survive outside slavery in
Florida.

Although their efforts proved quite lucrative,
the raiders’ actions ended in controversy. Upon
Photograph from The Florida Wars by Virginia
hearing of the foray, Secretary of War Calhoun
Bergman Peters.
thundered, “The expedition to Florida was
entirely unknown to this Department and I have to
express my concern at, and most decided [dis] approbation of, the conduct of the chiefs; that they
should seize upon the very moment when that country was about to pass from the possession of
Spain to that of the United States, and when everything was in confusion, to use the superior
force of the Creek nation over the weakness of the Seminoles, to impose on and plunder them.”
Calhoun followed up by ordering the Creek Indian agent to make an itemized report of the
disposition of each captured black.49
Creek Agent Crowell made his report to Calhoun on January 22, 1822. Fifty-nine blacks had
been “brought into the Creek nation,” ten of whom later escaped. Thirty-three captives were
delivered to owners claiming them “by the Indian detachment, under the command of Col. Wm.
Miller, on their march from Florida to Fort Mitchell [Alabama].” One free man was “set a
liberty.”50 Ninety-three of perhaps “300” blacks seized in Florida thus were accounted for.51
None of the cattle, horses, or other property seized was mentioned by Crowell. The Charleston
City Gazette’s correspondent inquired in December 1821, “[W]ho are those speculative
gentlemen who now hold their [Southern planters’] Negroes?” It is a question still unanswered.
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The presence near Sarasota Bay of a colony of free blacks from 1812 to 1821 was a reality
only dimly remembered by succeeding generations of Floridians. The story of their lives in south
Florida, however, deserves preservation and commemoration. They formed the first known black
community in the Tampa Bay area, although the possibility of earlier black settlements in the
area cannot be precluded. Nevertheless, the tale of their hard-won freedom and the destruction of
their plantations adds a new chapter to the early history of the Tampa Bay area. It also sheds new
– and perhaps critical – light upon the careers of individuals, such as Andrew Jackson and
William McIntosh, who prominently contributed to the development and history of the United
States.
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